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INTRODUCTION

Be honest, do you ever take paper for granted? I think we all do sometimes! Even in our digital age, it still brings us the bill, gets our letters from A to B, and dries our tears. But it’s paper’s creative scope that fascinates me. For centuries artists have been patiently unfolding paper’s potential to be beautiful, expressive, and impressive. From ancient Egypt to traditional Japan, rural Poland to fashionable Paris, it’s a material that holds a special place in art history for its wonderfully versatile and accessible properties. For me it’s become a close friend: The perfect partner to build sculptures and communicate ideas with.

I never realized I could become a “Paper Artist” until I discovered I was one. I had early ambitions of becoming an architect or set designer in the theater, never knowing that a job like mine could exist. As an illustration student at university I was constantly bursting out of my sketchbooks, never quite happy to finish a two-dimensional piece. Instead I found myself drawn toward binding books, building puppets, and making stop-motion animations. I turned to paper as a material because it was readily available and gave me quicker results than wood, metal, or clay. It also forced me to simplify shapes and color palettes, which helped my work become more graphic and pictorial.

By the third year of my degree I was making 3D illustrations by building paper dioramas and photographing them, which is essentially what I still do today. I’ve now been working as a commercial Paper Artist in East London for ten years, collaborating with professional photographers and being commissioned by magazines, brands, and private clients. I’m excited to share with you some of the things I’ve learned and hope to bring you a little closer to paper yourself! OK, let’s get to work.


TOOLKIT
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AWL / SHARP POINT

Used mainly for book binding and leather work, the handy awl (pronounced “all” as in “all you need”) provides an excellent sharp point to punch little holes into paper. A good alternative sharp object for this task would be a metal skewer.
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BONE FOLDER

A bone folder is a dull-edged tool traditionally made from bone, used to score and fold paper and card. Use the tip to score the paper (along with a ruler) and use the body of the tool to crease and flatten the paper once folded. If you don’t have one, use a ball point pen that is empty of its nib instead.
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COMPASS

Excellent for drawing circles, big and small. You can also buy compasses with a blade instead of a pencil that can cut entirely perfect circles (once you get the hang of it).
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CRAFT KNIFE

The tool I use most! Change the blade with pliers at regular intervals for neater, easier cutting. Instead of a bone folder, I personally use blunt old blades and a craft knife to score with. It breaks and weakens the paper fibres, so it’s not widely done, however, it does give sculptures very clean and satisfying fold lines.
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CUTTING MAT

Try to find a gridded A1 mat, so you can go large, but for little projects an A3 cutting mat will suffice. Needed for all projects.
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GLUE

Go for a strong, solvent-based gel glue that doesn’t stain paper. ‘Hi-Tack’ all purpose glue is also good but can soften the paper, so use it sparingly. I find regular PVA glue too watery and slow to dry. Glue sticks are not strong enough and Super Glue works well for some papers. For intricate projects, decant glue into a 10ml syringe, or try transferring the glue onto a toothpick or small brush.
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GLUE GUN

For bigger objects and thicker materials, a glue gun is great. Hot glue can be incredibly strong, but it dries very quickly, so prepare well and be swift. Please use carefully or you will risk the dreaded hot glue burn. Always turn the glue gun off when not in use. Never use on paper (only card and board) as it can scorch and cause lumps.
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HOLE PUNCH

Perfect for the cutting out of little circles, and fast! The basic hole punch cuts 5mm (3/16 in) holes, but you can also find ones that cut a wide range of sized holes.
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PENCIL

Essential for all crafters. Keep sharp and clean. Have an eraser close to hand.
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RULERS

15cm, 30cm, and 1m (6, 12, and 40 in) rulers are essential for projects of every size. In addition, I use a metal set square for checking square edges, as well as a fabric ruler for measuring rounded objects.
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SCISSORS

Ideally choose several pairs in a range of different sizes. Start by finding a standard pair. Embroidery scissors are perfect for tiny cuts and specialist scissors like wallpaper scissors and pinking shears also come in handy.
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SPRAY MOUNT

When sticking two sheets of paper together, permanent spray mount is best. Apply to the surface all over and evenly to avoid any air bubbles. It is best to spray outdoors if it’s not too windy, and wear a mask.
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TACK (BLU/STICKY)

Tack is useful when you don’t want to permanently stick something down, and want to remove it easily. It’s also good for adding depth to layers of card, when rolled into tiny balls, and used instead of glue.
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TAPES

Double-sided tape, artist’s tape, and some trusty sticky tape are all extremely useful when working with paper. Artist’s tape is my favorite—I use it on every project to hold paper parts together while they dry.
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TWEEZERS

A must-have tool for the more precise work like fixing tiny details onto a paper sculpture.

OTHER USEFUL MATERIALS!

Needle, thread, and elastic are good to have when hanging and assembling paper sculptures. Wooden skewers come in handy for detailing. I use a lot of acrylic paint for coloring paper.
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